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Abstract 
With the emergence of camera, photography is now a source of tangible documentations and representations on 
children’s perceptions about their environment. This study is to identify what types of pictures will children take and 
their reasons on their selections.  This study was conducted on four preschoolers where they were given a camera and 
were asked to take pictures of their environment and were asked about the pictures. Results show that children do 
have their own reasons for their own photography and certain parts of the environment were meaningful to them and 
it affect them emotionally.  
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1. Introduction 
Children views about the world may not necessarily be the same from how adults view the world and it 
is always a misconception for adults to assume that children probably have the same reason of how they 
see the things around them. Scott (2000) suggested that there is a large gulf between adult observation 
about a child’s understandings of a situation and the child’s own perceptions (Cook & Hess, 2007). This 
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is because there is often a big difference between what we (adults) expect children to do and what they 
actually do. A study by DeMarie (2003) on children field trips to the zoo reflects Scotts (2000) 
suggestions, where she found that what the preschool children noticed, photographed and said about the 
zoo had little to do with what an adult would consider the actual point of visiting the zoo. Hence, it is 
acknowledged that even researchers cannot necessarily see the world from a child’s perspective (Cook & 
Hess, 2007; Greig & Taylor, 1999) and children’s perspectives are being recognized as separate to and 
different from those of adults. Through photography adults can see what part of the world that really 
means to them, and what is most meaningful to them about the environment as they explore it. Besides, 
young children are not as skillful as older children in using words to communicate about what they think 
(Miller 1993). Verbal reports may or may not accurately reflect children’s event knowledge (DeMarie, 
2003; Hudson, Firush & Kueldi, 1992; Nelson, 1997). Photography creates an immediate sense of being 
there, where children responses are centered around feelings (as expressed by the subjects in their 
photographs) and factual information about places represented in the photographs (Schiller & Tillett, 
2004). Besides, just like adults, children hold their own views and opinions, and they are capable of 
expressing their ideas (Einarsdottir, 2005).However, to listen and to see their perspectives, adults need to 
listen, watch and allow space for the child, as they interact and experience their environment. One way to 
see and listen to their perspectives about the world is through their expressions in photography, as it is a 
way for children to represent their thoughts, for adults to be able to understand their decisions and hearing 
their reasoning about the pictures they take. The purpose of this study is to know their thoughts and 
perspectives about the environment with the use of the cameras. What pictures (of the environment) 
would they take? And why they choose to take those pictures (of the environment)? 
2. Literature Review 
2.1. Theoretical Background: Piaget’s Theory 
Perspective taking is defined as one’s ability to experience and describe the presentation of an object 
or display from different vantage points, which involve both differentiation and coordination of 
viewpoints (Ackermann, 1996).  Children are known to develop this ability as they grow. In reflection of 
this study which involves children in the preoperational stage, according to Piaget, children at this stage 
are bounded with the preoperational egocentrism. However, egocentrism appears in different form. 
According to Piaget, preoperational children are egocentric with their symbolic viewpoints. This means 
that that they are unaware of viewpoints other than their own, and they believe that everyone else 
perceives, thinks and feels the same way they do (Berk, 1994; Piaget, 1950).  
The most convincing demonstration of egocentrism in the children of preoperational stage is through 
the Three Mountain Task or the coordination of perspectives (Berk, 1994; Meyer, 1935; Mounoud, 1996; 
Piaget & Inhelder, 1948/1956). It involves a display of scale model representing three mountains of 
different heights arranged on a table and a doll is placed at various locations around the model. Children 
then were then given ten photographs of the model corresponding to various points of view and they must 
choose a photograph that shows what the model looks like from the doll’s perspective. Children at this 
stage show a complete lack of discrimination between different positions of the doll in relation to 
different pictures, where most children simply select the photo that shows the mountain from their own 
point of view (Berk, 1994; Piaget & Inhelder, 1948/1956). This shows that a child in the preoperational 
stage is linked to his own view in the narrowest and most restrictive sense, such that he is unable to 
imagine any other perspective than his own (Mounoud, 1996; Piaget & Inhelder, 1948/1956). And 
according to Piaget (1959), ‘….If this is the case, adult must expect childish reasoning to differ very 
considerably from ours, to be deductive and above all less rigorous’.  
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People’s perceptions of the world are constructed rather than veridical reflections, and thus are not 
occasionally wrong but occasionally differ from the perceptions of others. As Piaget recognized, adults 
come to view the world less egocentrically than children, although they do not outgrow their childhood 
tendencies altogether (Epley, Keysar, Boven & Gilovich, 2004). In many occasions, adults tend to 
understand or at least try to understand others point of view when making judgments or decisions. 
However, many social judgments, even among adults are sill egocentrically biased, where people tend to 
believe, for example that their initial states and intentions are more transparent to others than they actually 
are (Epley, Keysar, Boven & Gilovich, 2004; Gilovich, Savitsky, & Medvec, 1998); they overestimate the 
extent to which others attend to those states (Epley, Keysar, Boven & Gilovich, 2004; Gilovich, Medvec, 
& Savitsky, 2000) and exaggerate the extent to which others will share their thoughts and feelings (Epley, 
Keysar, Boven & Gilovich, 2004; Keysar, 1994; Nickerson, 1999; Ross & Ward, 1996; Van Boven, 
Dunning & Loewenstein, 2000). Hence this shows that even adults could have difficulties having their 
own perspective to be set aside, while trying to understand or consider others point of view. However, 
according to several theorists (e.g., Davis, Hoch, & Ragsdale, 1986; Nickerson, 1999), people do not 
actually set aside their own perspective when adopting another’s, but instead using it as a judgmental 
anchor and adults knew that sometimes this egocentric anchor needs adjustment to accommodate 
differences between themselves and others (Epley, Keysar, Boven & Gilovich, 2004). Looking at this 
situation it is possible to say that adults could have the same dilemma in accepting young children 
perception about the world, and it is possible that adults could have a harder time accepting it, knowing 
that young children thinking are less rigorous than adults.  
2.2. Project-Based Approach 
The project approach is not a new method in engaging children with an in-depth investigation in the 
early childhood education curriculum. It was first inspired by the ideas of John Dewey during the 
progressive era, and advocated by William H. Kilpatrick who referred it to as the ‘project method’ (Katz 
& Chard, 2005). Looking at the history of the project approach, it was indeed a central part of the 
Progressive Education movement and was used extensively in the British Infant Schools in the 1960s and 
1970s (Helm & Katz, 2001; Smith, 1997). Interest in the potential value of project work was renewed 
with the publication in 1989 of the first edition of Engaging Children’s Minds: The Project Approach 
(Helm & Katz, 2001; Katz & Chard, 1989). 
According Katz (1994, p.1), a project is an in-depth investigation of a topic worth learning more about. 
The investigation is usually undertaken by a small group of children within a class, sometimes by a whole 
class, and occasionally by an individual child. The key feature of a project is that it is a research effort 
deliberately focused on finding answers to questions about a topic posed either by the children, the 
teacher, or the teacher working with the children (Helm & Katz, 2001). It involves the application of a 
variety of intellectual dispositions, social and academic skills. It allow children to engage in discussion 
pervious experiences and knowledge related to the topic, gathering and recording new data, looking 
things up in a library and on the Internet, reading writing, taking measurement, sketching and drawing 
and so forth. Besides it encourages children to identify subtopics of special interest to them and to accept 
responsibility for particular types of tasks that will contribute to the overall investigation (Katz & Chard, 
2001).   
One section of the project approach is the utilization of technology, which could improve the quality of 
the learning experiences in the classroom. One way to utilize the use of technology is through the use of 
cameras by children, for them to explore and see the world around them. With the availability of 
disposable cameras and digital cameras, teachers and researchers are now starting to engage young 
children in projects using this tool. In the field of research, several studies are found to use children 
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photography to understand children’s perspectives about the school, their homes and lives, and the 
environment around them, through field trips, self-exploration and direct engagement with the 
environment.  
For example, in a study by DeMarie (2003), children were taken out on a field trip and were given 
disposable cameras and were asked to take pictures that they think important about their field trip. This is 
to see children’s perspectives about their school field trips and also to see if the time, expense and anxiety 
that teachers felt when taking long trip were worth it. DeMarie & Ethridge (2006) in their project on 
preschoolers using cameras during their school session intended to show families about what goes on 
during the preschool day through their photography. In both studies, when pictures were developed, the 
researcher looked at them with the children and talked about them. In this study, it is found that children 
tend to show more details about their school when they captured their daily activities themselves, rather 
than just asking them to tell what happen in school without photographs. Besides, such activities could 
also enhance children to communicate and allow them to explain and reason the pictures they choose to 
take. This reflects the main features of project work that distinguish it from the traditional didactic way of 
introducing children to new knowledge; a) the direct involvement of the children in the study, b) openness 
to possible shifts in the direction of the inquiry as it proceeds and c) the children’s acceptance of 
responsibility for the work accomplished and for the kinds of representations of findings that are prepared 
and reported (Katz & Chard, 2005).       
2.3. Young Children Understanding of Photographs 
Photographs, drawings and pictures are now a common artifact that young children are regularly 
exposed to. Parents start to read to their infant’s story books full of pictures, and show them photographs 
that they take on her first birthday party, and so forth. Picture itself is part of a symbol that represents our 
world. It often shares the physical resemblance with their referents such as, a picture of you can clarify 
whether it is the younger you or the older you. However, before one can understand any of these artifacts, 
one must first realize that these artifacts are symbols, that is, it stands for or represents something other 
than itself (DeLoache, 1991). This is related to the definition of pictures by Helson (1996), that it is both 
an object, composed of markings on a surface and a representation of something other than itself. 
However, young children might not appreciate as how adults do, that the picture itself is an object. Some 
argues that young children sometimes treat a representation as it were the represented object, as when 
trying to shake a picture of a rattle or step into a picture of a shoe (DeLoache, Pierroutsakos, Uttal, 
Rosengren & Gottlieb, 1998; Perner, 1991; Priessler & Bloom, 2007). Hence, it is a question whether 
young children could really understand the pictures they take and whether they really understand that the 
pictures that they take are actually a representation of the real object.  
Pictures are found to be much easier for young children to understand and to relate with the real object 
(see DeLoache, 1991). However, to understand pictures, one must represent the picture and its referent at 
the same time to be able to draw an inference from one to the other (DeLoache, 1987; DeLoache, 
Pierroutsakos & Troseth, 1996; Salsa & DeMendoza, 2007). Normally when one looks at a picture, one 
thinks only what it represents, not of the picture as an object itself (DeLoache, 1991). It is suggested that 
even young children could naturally “see through” pictures. For example, if they see a line drawing of a 
whisk, for instance, and her someone said “This is a whisk”, they later could extend the name to the real-
world whisks, not to other drawings (Preissler & Carey, 2004; Preissler & Bloom, 2007). This ability is 
shown in a study by DeLoache (1991), where it is found that young children of 2.5 years old could relate 
pictures with the real object. In the study, two experiments were conducted, where in experiment 1, 
children were given 4 color photographs which depicted the 4 hiding places (using one object- the 
furniture) in the room and in experiment 2, children were introduced with two new picture conditions- a 
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wide angle photographs of a scene (the hiding places in the room, but with many objects) and a line 
drawing of a scene. On each trial, the experimenter pointed to one of the photographs to indicate the 
hiding toys. In both experiments, it is found that the 2.5 years old could successfully exploited the 
information in the picture to retrieve the toy. This shows that young children have the ability to 
understand that a picture is a representation of the real object and also they could already understand 
various types of photographs with the real objects. 
3. Methodology 
This pilot study involved a random sample of two males and a female, four years old children at a 
residence in Hamden, CT, USA using a descriptive research method. The house was a residence of one 
the male child, and for the other two children that was their home day care where they spend about three 
to seven hours a day during the weekdays. For this study, children were only interviewed about their 
thoughts and reasons on the pictures taken. Children were first familiarized with the use of cameras. 
Then, they were given a digital camera and finally were interviewed on each picture taken. For each 
child, a total of five pictures were selected for the interview. Two of the pictures chosen were pictures 
taken in the house and three of the pictures where taken outside the house. For each picture taken, the 
children were asked the reasons on why they choose to take that picture. However, after having some 
initial results a second interview was conducted to a male child, based on three of his pictures asking the 
child to tell the story about it.  
4. Results and Discussions 
Since the children were given the freedom to take photographs of anything that they want, the children 
tend to take snapshots inside and outside the house. From all of the photographs that they took, only five 
pictures were analyzed from each child and then the children were asked why they choose to take that 
picture. This is because, since the children were given a camera at the same time, there are times where 
they tend to follow another child and take snapshots of the same environment and objects. Looking at 
their photographs, it is difficult to assume whether the pictures taken are what most important to them or 
something that they have interest in or it is something that is meaningful to them. Most of the pictures 
were close shot pictures, especially the ones that are taken in the house, and some focused shots were 
taken outside the house. For example, inside the house the children take pictures of the staircase and the 
television, and outside the house they focused at the sun and snow, even though they do have a broader 
view of the environment. This shows that children do take pictures of specific objects, and there could 
probably be a reason behind that particular object that they capture.   
Overall, there are some pictures that the children give their reasons to why they choose to take that 
picture, and there are some that they do not give any reasons to it. Some of the reasons do reflect their 
interest in the object and some are interesting to them. However, for most of the pictures, the children 
tend to give a very simple answer, for example, “…because I like it” or “…because I think it is nice” or 
simply “…I don’t know”. With these types of answers it is difficult to determine the meaning of the 
environment or one particular object to the children, even though their pictures clearly show their 
perspective of the environment. Below are the children’s photographs and their answers when being 
asked why they choose to capture that particular environment or object.  
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Fig. 1 (a) – (e). Pictures taken by Child 1. 
 
Picture 1a: Photograph of a staircase 
When asked why he took that picture: “Because I can go up and down”.  
Picture 1b: Photograph from the staircase 
When asked why he took that picture: “I see my mom and my friends”. 
Picture 1c: Photograph of the sun  
When asked why he took that picture: “Because I like the sun”.  
Picture 1d: Photograph of the lamp 
When asked why he took that picture: “It’s a lamp and I like it”. 
Picture 1e: Photograph of the gate and trees 
When asked why he took that picture: “I like it”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2 (a) – (e). Pictures taken by Child 2. 
 
Picture 2a: Photograph of the fence shadow 
When asked why she took that picture: “That’s a shadow. My teacher teach me how to make my own 
shadow”.  
Picture 2b: Photograph of Cookie Monster 
When asked why she took that picture: “Because I love Cookie Monster and Elmo”. 
Picture 2c: Photograph of Tigger and Winnie the Pooh 
When asked why she took that picture: “It’s Winnie the Pooh and Tigger!” 
Picture 2d: Photograph of snow 
When asked why she took that picture: “I don’t know”. Then she continues: “It’s snow”.  
Picture 2e: Photograph of bicycle 
When asked why she took that picture: “Because I like it”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3 (a) – (e). Pictures taken by Child 3. 
 
(a) 
 
(b) 
 
(c)  (d) 
 
(e) 
 
(a) 
 
(b) 
 
(c) 
 
(e) 
  (d) 
 
(a) 
 
(b) 
 
(c) 
 
 
(d) 
 
(e) 
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Picture 3a: Photograph of a bird 
When asked why he took that picture: “The bird is so small!” 
Picture 3b: Photograph of a television 
When asked why he took that picture: “Aunty let us watch movies up here”.  
Picture 3c: Picture of wood chips 
When asked why he took that picture: “I don’t know”.  
Picture 3d: Picture of a store room 
When asked why he took that picture: “We play hide and seek yesterday”.  
Picture 3e: Picture of a star mobile 
When asked why he took that picture: “I like the space ship and the orange star” 
 
To summarize, it is agreeable that adult perception and a child’s perception can be very much 
different. When an environment or object seems plain or mundane to an adult, it could be something that 
is very exciting and interesting to the children, or it could just be something that they really like about. 
For example, the bird in the sky seems interesting to a child, just because it looks so small and the attic is 
an exciting place for them to play hide and seek, rather then just a storage area as how adults would see it. 
However, considering their overall answers to why they take a picture of that environment or object, does 
not seem to really explain the real reason. Instead of their short answers, it is initially predicted that they 
could provide some more explanation about the environment or object in the picture, for example, what is 
the thing that makes the child like about the bicycle. Is it the color? Is there any particular event about that 
bicycle? Or why do they take several pictures of the yard? Is the yard a fun place for them to play?  With 
these results, it shows that that children answers do not really reflect their actual reason to the pictures 
they choose to take. With that, I would agree to DeMarie (2003) that the children’s verbal (answers) in 
their study do not actually capture their actual learning,   
4.1. Second interview to one of the child.  
 A second interview was conducted to a child (male 1), using two of his picture with a different 
question. Instead of asking him why, this child was asked to tell a story about the pictures that he took 
previously. Below is an example of the child’s answers about his picture when being asked to tell a story 
about it.  
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4 (a)(b). Photographs of a staircase and a view from the staircase which was taken 7 weeks later. 
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“My bedroom is upstairs. I go up when I want to sleep but I have to eat at the kitchen. (From the bars 
of the staircase). If I sit here, I can see my mom downstairs. If my mother get angry with me, she always 
ask me to sit there (on the stairs)……” 
Looking at the child’s answer, this child is now able to explain why he took the pictures of the 
staircase, and what does the environment (the staircase) means to him. According to his answer, he needs 
to use the staircase to move up and down the house and a place where he would be sent if he misbehaves. 
Now only we could know that this particular environment (the staircase) do play a role in his life, and 
how it is meaningful to the child.  
5. Conclusions 
From the above findings, it is found that adults could understand young children perspectives about the 
environment through their own photography of the environment.  This is because through their own snap 
shots, they could reveal parts of the environment which could be important, meaningful or interesting to 
them. Each part of the environment that we provide could have different impact and meaning to the 
children. Some part of the environment would be interesting and meaningful to a child, but not to the 
others. For teachers especially, to be able to understand which environment is meaningful to the child or 
to the children, and what particular object is interesting and exciting to them would be a huge benefit. By 
able to do so, teachers could then provide a more interesting and challenging environment for the child, 
and probably could modify certain parts of an environment to fit to their needs and enhancing their 
learning experiences.   
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